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After two years of negotiations with an international investment consortium, the Nicaraguan
government has decided to authorize private feasibility studies for the building of a coast-tocoast railroad to compete with the Panama Canal for interoceanic freight transfers. Minister of
Construction and Transportation Pablo Vijil signed a letter of intent in March 1995 with Canal
Interoceanico de Nicaragua (CINSA) to explore the possibility of building the project (see NotiSur ,
04/27/95).
However, because of the size and complexity of the project, the government decided to require
several studies by international consulting firms before going forward with construction. CINSA
comprises 15 companies including China Merchants Holdings Co. (Hong Kong), All Nipon Freight
Forwards (Japan), Siemens AG-Erlangen (Germany), Besix-S.B.B.M & Six Construct (Belgium),
Wimpey Engineering and Construction (England), ETC Containerized and Customized Cargo
Handlers (Holland), and Ports of Tianjin and Quingdao Authority (China).
On Aug. 27, Vijil signed an agreement with CINSA president Donald M. Boscos, paving the way
for exploratory studies of the technological, economic, financial, and environmental feasibility of a
400 km, high-speed rail system joining Monkey Point on the Caribbean with the Rivas coast on the
Pacific. If approved, the project would be completed in about four years at an estimated cost of US
$1.5 billion. Planners say the line will be able to move freight across the country in under five hours
compared to the nine hours it takes for a ship to traverse the Panama Canal. Planners also say the
rail system will reduce transit costs by up to 30%.
According to the agreement, the US$15 million cost of the studies will be paid by CINSA. CINSA
has contracted with the firms of Parsons Brinkerhoff, D'Escoto Inc., and Woodward- Clyde to
prepare the studies, which are to be completed within 60 days from the date of the agreement. The
agreement binds the National Assembly (Asamblea Nacional) to pass the necessary framework
legislation during its current session. The legislation would pave the way for the rail line to
go forward once all the studies are completed. Once the Assembly passes the framework law,
the process for final approval of the project would then be handled by a special coordinating
commission that has already been set up and which comprises four members from the legislature
and four members from the executive.
Vijil, president of the commission, said that if the feasibility studies are positive, the commission will
recommend that the president offer CINSA a contract to build the project. Since the commission's
review will not be completed until 1997, the final decision must be left to President Violeta de
Chamorro's successor. Built into CINSA's planning, therefore, is a series of formal presentations to
each of the more than 20 presidential candidates. The aim is to make the project a nonpartisan issue
and to build solid political consensus to overcome the expected opposition. Environmentalists have
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opposed both canal and rail-based systems. The route of the proposed rail line will pass through the
biological corridor in the area around Monkey Point.
Accordingly, CINSA has promised that the environmental-impact study will be carried out with
assistance from UN agencies and under the direction of the Ministry of Environment. Other
criticisms are being leveled against the central concept of the project, which is to carry cargo
containers coast-to-coast without building intermediate stations along the way. In an editorial in the
newspaper La Prensa, Victor Mora Venegas said the plan favors the transnational corporations and
global trade but does little to improve travel and communications for Nicaraguans.
Though CINSA promises that the project will create 20,000 new jobs, Mora Venegas and other
critics question how many of them will be held by Nicaraguans and how many of them will be
permanent jobs lasting beyond the construction phase of the project. Though the government
appears to have settled definitively on the rail-based link, there are still some proponents of a
canal. Among them is presidential candidate Jorge Diaz Cruz of the Partido Justicia Nacional
(PJN). Diaz Cruz argues that an all-water route through Lake Nicaragua and along the San Juan
River is the least environmentally damaging and would have collateral economic benefits such as
irrigation and hydroelectric energy generation. [Sources: Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala),
08/08/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 08/20/96; Agence FrancePresse, 08/27/96; La Tribuna (Nicaragua), 06/11/96, 07/03/96, 07/06/96, 08/27/96, 08/28/96; Barricada
(Nicaragua), 08/27/96, 08/30/96, 08/31/96; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 08/10/96, 08/22/96, 08/27/96,
08/28/96, 09/01/96]
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